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THE IMPORTANCE OF NEGLECT IN POLICY MAKING
Michiel S. de Vries
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010, 203 pp., £60 (hb) , ISBN: 9780230506558 This book is 'about the explanation and prediction of the nature of change in public policy ' (p. xii) . Setting up the central problematic in Chapter 1, the author argues that although we are able to explain a lot about policy change, we are still not good at predicting its direction (p. 2) . That is what this book is all about. Going against the tide of more contemporary attempts to theorize policy change, which tend to focus more on discrete case studies and where the idea of long-term is thought to be over a decade REVIEWS 1695 or so; De Vries proposes much broader comparative country studies over at least fifty years or more. The outcome of this largely inductive study is that policy change occurs less as a consequence of numerous variables and factors, but primarily as a corrective in recognition of those variables and factors that were not considered (pp. 16-17) . Central to this conceptualization of the policy process is the notion of 'policy generations', that is, time frames in which public policies address themselves to one dominant policy focus -more or less to the neglect of others. It is this neglect, which over time, points to the inevitable change of focus, after some time, to the area that was previously neglected. Moreover, it is suggested that 'the same changes in the same direction take place nearly simultaneously in very different policy areas ' (p. 17) .
The idea of 'policy generations' is explored in detail in Chapter 2, where it is argued that 'each policy generation is distinct from preceding and succeeding ones because of the dominant opinion about the specific criterion with which the new policies first and foremost have to comply' (p. 29). Assuming that his readers can get over the aggressively monolithic view of policy-making processes posed by this idea, to accept it they must also fully buy in to 'long forgotten theories' about cultural dynamics, combined with economic theories of scarcity and sociological theories of structural-functionalism. All in all, there is a sense that this perspective is less a theory of policy change and more a generalized predisposition towards a particular world-view.
Like elitist theories of the policy process, the idea of 'policy generations' works as a grand narrative but produces an idea of policy change that is so generalized that it becomes very difficult to sustain in an empirical sense. This difficulty is clearly illustrated in Chapter 3, which argues that 'one can distinguish five policy generations since the second world war' (p. 49). Looking at the 'shifts in attention' across OECD countries and The Netherlands in particular between 1945-2000, De Vries points to a period of reconstruction and relative short-term productivity at the end of the war; a period of planning during the 1950s; a concern for democracy in the 1960s and 1970s; a preoccupation with efficiency during the 1980s; and, a return to governmental authority in the 1990s. These policy generations are accompanied by parallel generations of policy instruments, outlined in Chapter 4: a period of juridicial instruments in during the 1950s; a tendency towards economic instruments during the 1970s; a period of deregulation, privatization and the use of competitive instruments in the 1980s; and a period of communicative steering during the 1990s, using policy instruments, such as advice, counselling and information transfer. (You have to read as far as Chapter 6 to find that the period from 2002 probably up to around 2014 repeats the generation of the 1950s -the so-called 'caring technocrats' with a concern for planning and welfare building (p. 163)).
In Chapter 5, the 'measures taken by political elites to shape relations between the public sector and societal groups in policy processes' are examined (p. 120), once more, across the OECD and in The Netherlands in particular. Four periods are identified: from 1951-63, where long-term goals and standardization dominate all policy areas; from 1963-80, where the political aspects and integrative functions of policy processes are dominant; 1982-94 where efficiency is stressed; and 1994-2000, where short-term goal achievement is considered most important. If you've noticed that these periods do not coincide with the dominance of policy attention, or the use of policy instruments, that's ok because De Vries is using them to demonstrate the inter-relationships between the policy and instrument generations and these alternative modes of behaviour.
In Chapter 6, the theoretical framework thus far explained is given its 'final test', by way of an attempt to explain policy developments after 2000 (p. 170). In a break from the rest of the book, in this chapter the discussion is entirely focused on developments in The Netherlands -which has at this stage has been clearly established as the perfect exemplar for the rest of the OECD -and 'suggests that generational shifts within public policy continue to move at the predicted time and in the predicted direction' (p. 181). All in all, this book is the perfect antidote for policy analysts who spend their time worrying about the appropriate use of comparative studies, case study selection, variable selection, and directions of causality. De Vries sums up his final chapter with the conclusion that 'perhaps smart governments are indeed those governments that do not try to tackle every problem at once ' (p. 182) . At least the man can be said to take his own advice.
